particular flight plan would call for a rocket launch velocity that is higher than previously planned, however. That would leave mission planners facing the unenticing prospect of using the Ariane 5 'heavy lifter' that blew up in December -the incident that created the problem in the first place. Schwehm prefers to stick with the original launcher, especially as there is no guarantee that the souped-up model will be flying safely by January 2004.
That leaves scientists with what might be their best bet: shooting for another comet from the Jupiter family, so called because its members' orbits cross that of Jupiter and are influenced by the planet's gravitational pull. The likely target will be in a phase and orbit where it is producing a lot of hot gas and dust, says Schwehm.
This The French government is likely to back the report when it responds to it in Marchbut some other governments, less taken by the idea of competing with the United States in this sphere, may not be so enthusiastic.
Nevertheless, the explosion of the Ariane V rocket late last year points to the need for reform. Arianespace, the rocket's maker, is struggling to remain profitable. France's national space agency, the CNES, the largest in Europe, is in a budgetary crisis, and other national space programmes are stagnant or in decline. Each candidate has, however, taken up The Lancet's challenge to provide detailed responses on its website to ten questions about the WHO's future direction. s possible design changes needed to the probe, and how the size and surface of the target comet will affect the lander's descent plan.
Rosetta's planners currently seem to favour a spring 2004 launch that would allow targeting of the comet ChuryumovGerasimenko; other possible windows would allow visits to the comets Howell, Finlay, Schwassmann-Wachmann 2 and Wild-2. Launch dates for these options cannot be firmly defined until scientists at ESA's Operations Centre in Darmstadt, Germany, take ESTEC's proposals and work out the various possible trajectories to get the craft to its potential targets. But these targets might not be reachable until 2015 -a painful delay for those involved in a mission for which planning began in 1993.
Rosetta teams will meet on 13 February to consider possible solutions to the problem, before presenting them to ESA's Science Programme Committee on 26 February. But the crunch will come in May, when ESA will select one of the options -and decide how to pay for it. Southwood estimates that the delay will inflate the mission's E1-billion (US$1-billion) price tag by a further E50 million-100 million.
ESA may ask its member states to make a one-off contribution to cover this, although with national space budgets under pressure, this may not be forthcoming (see previous page). That could force the agency to make cuts elsewhere in its science programme -possibly including the cancellation of Venus Express, ESA's planned 2005 mission to Venus. Observatory, which lies at the western outskirts of the city, on 18 January, melting telescope housings, incinerating workshops and destroying precious archives.
"It looks like it has been firebombed," says Brian Schmidt, a research fellow at the Australian National University's astronomy school in Canberra, which operates the observatory. "All our active telescopes have been destroyed."
No astronomers were killed or injured in the fires -which caused four deaths and injured hundreds in the area -but several of their homes near the observatory were destroyed. Preliminary estimates value the observatory's losses at more than A$20 million (US$12 million), although Schmidt thinks the final figure could be twice as much.
Many research projects have been cut short or temporarily halted by the fire, including a five-year programme led by Schmidt to digitally map the southern sky.
The observatory's construction workshops were destroyed in the blaze, including those that were to be used for a A$6.3-million contract to build an imager for the Gemini South Telescope in Chile. A A$5-million near-infrared integral field spectrograph for the Gemini North Telescope in Hawaii, which was ready for shipment, was also damaged.
Historical records have been lost, including drawings of astronomical objects, some dating from the nineteenth century. But buildings containing computers and databases were spared. "Our current research data seem to be intact," says Schmidt.
The Australian National University has already given assurances that the observatory will be rebuilt, with resources and facilities made available to researchers to fulfil equipment contracts in the interim. 
